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BOURBON AND VODKA : A COMPARISON OF THE SOUTHERN- BLACK 
AND POLISH- JEWISH QUESTIONS 
by Bob Donnorummo 
Dr. Bob Donnorummo is the assoc iate d irector of the Center 
for Rus s i an and Eas t  European Studies at  the Univer s i ty of 
Pi t t sbu rgh. He r e c e ived h i s  Ph.D.  f r om the Unive r s i t y  of 
Pitt sburgh and teaches courses on Rus s ian and East European 
h i s t o ry. He i s  t h e  a u t hor o f  The P e a s an t s  o f  C e n t r a l  Rus ­
s i a :  R e a c t i on s  t o  Emanc ipa t i on and t h e  M a rk e t ,  1 8 5 0 - 1 9 0 0  
( 1987).  Profes sor Donnorummo i s  p r e s en t ly r e s earching t h e  
r e l a t i on s h i p  b e t w e en e c onom i c  dev e l opment a n d  p o l i t i c a l  
legit imacy in pos t - 1 9 18 Poland. 
"Poland is a beaut i fu l ,  heart -wrenching, soul- sp l i t  country which 
i n  m any w ay s  • • •  r e s emb l e s  or con j u r e s  up i m a g e s  o f  t h e  Am e r i can 
S ou t h - - o r  at l e a s t  the Sou th o f  o t h e r ,  no t - s o - d i s t an t  t i m e s  • • •  
tormented into i t s  shape l ike that of the Old South out o f  adversity ,  
penury , and defea t , "  writes W i l l iam Styron i n  his  bes t - s e l l ing nove l 
Soph i e ' s C h o i c e . 1 Th e s e  t w o  i n t r i gu ing societies do indeed "conjure 
up image s" wh ich are haunt ingly rich in lore and at t rac t ample sympa­
thizers and detractors. The fol lowing es say w i l l  compare s ome aspect s  
o f  t h e  r e c en t h i s t o ry o f  ant i - B l ack r a c i s m  in t h e  Ame r i c an South t o  
an ti-Semit ism in Po land. 
C om p a r a t ive ra c i s m  i s ,  howeve r ,  on ly a m e an s  t o  an end.  The 
p r imary ob j e c t ive of t h i s  e s s a y  i s  t o  compare r a c i s m  in t he s e  t w o  
societies in order to provide insight into the Pol i sh nat iona l charac ­
t e r .  Th i s  mu s t  be done b y  avo i d ing s im p l i s t i c s t e r e o type s and b y  
s t res s ing the complexi ties  of the racial i s sue. 
A p r e l im inary n o t e  o f  c au t i on m u s t  be p u t  fo r th ,  n o t  a s  a d i s ­
c laimer s ince racism exi sted and exi s t s  in both places , but t o  remind 
the reader that rac i sm is not the sum total of either society and that 
this di scuss ion i s  not a condemnat ion of e i ther Southerners or Poles. 
Th i s  is an em o t i on a l  and s en s i t ive i s s u e  w h i c h  o f t en unne c e s s a r i l y  
pushes debate t o  the extremes.  Frequent ly,  for examp le,  di scussant s 
of ant i-Sem i t i sm in Poland are subj ect to  the nat ional i s t  wrath of the 
o f fend e d . 2 It s hou l d  be c l e a r ly unde r s t ood t h a t  t h i s  e s s a y  i s  no t 
c a l l ing a l l  Po l e s  an t i - Se m i t i c , 3 nor d o e s  i t  s ugge s t  t h a t  ant i ­
Semitism i s  the mos t important element required to unders tand present­
d ay Po land.  F ina l ly ,  a t  t h e  r i s k  o f  b e ing s imp l i s t i c ,  t h e  author i s  
n o t  s in g l ing o u t  t h e s e  t w o  s o c i e t i e s  a s  t h e  o n l y  p l a c e s  where ove r t  
racism has been an important social factor. 
A suitable s tarting point would be Styron ' s  seminal ob servat ion 
t h a t  P o l and , "d e s po i l e d and exp l o i t ed l ike t h e  Sou t h ,  and l i ke i t ,  a 
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pove rty-r i d d en , agrar ian , feudal s o c i e ty , has shared w ith the O l d  
South one b u l wark again s t  i t s  immem o r i a l  hum i l i at i o n ,  and that i s  
p r i d e .  P r i d e  and r e c o l l ec t i on o f  van i shed g l o r i e s .  . • • I n  d e f e at 
b oth Po land and the Am e r i can South b r e d  a f r e n z i e d  n a t i on a l i sm."4 
Southe rne r s  and P o l e s  f e l t  the need t o  s o ften the p a i n  o f  the i r  in­
gl o r i ous de feats and nurture an "indwe l l ing h e a rt" w i th the aid o f  
bourbon or vodka, trad itiona l values ,  and the preservation of a unique 
way of life. Sty�on notes that the Old South and Poland deve l oped a 
pass ion for horseflesh and m i l itary titles ,  domination over 
women • • •  , a trad it ion of s toryte l l in g ,  add i c t i on to the 
bless ings of firewater. There i s  [ al so ]  a s inister zone of 
likeness . . • . I n  Po land and the South the ab iding p r e s ­
ence o f  r a c e  h a s  c reated at the s a m e  i n s t ant crue l ty and 
compa s s i on ,  bigotry and und e r s tanding, enmity and fel l ow­
ship, exploitation and sacrifice , searing hatred and hope­
l e s s  l ove.  • . • I f  P o l e s  by the thou s an d s  have s h e l t e r e d  
Jews , hidden Jews , laid down their l ives for Jews,  they have 
al s o  at t i m e s ,  in the agony o f  the i r  c�n j ugate d i s c o rd , 
persecuted them with undeviating savagery. 
No one fam i l iar w i th the h i s t o ry o f  P o l e s  and Jews d u r ing the 
da rkened y e a r s  of N a z i  o c cupat i on i s  ab l e  to b a l ance comp l e te l y  and 
satisfactorily Jewish anti-Semitism with the numerous acts of heroi sm 
displayed by the Po les who saved Jews from death camps.6 The compl i ­
cated patte rn s  c omp r i s ing t h e  "Po l i s h  s p i r i t" are woven f rom the 
strong f i b e r s  of C atho l i c i s m  and nat iona l p r i d e. The s e  two for c e s  
have long served to soothe the damaged and uneasy Polish psyche. This 
uneasiness was the result of powerful centri fuga l forces that have at 
t i m e s  s e parated P o l e s  from p o l i t i c a l  c ont r o l  over the t e r r i to ry on 
wh i c h  they have l ived. The i r  p r i d e  s u f fe r e d  an e s pe c i a l ly "ing l o ­
rious" and hum i l iat ing blow by the partitioning o f  their nation a t  the 
end o f  the e i ghteenth century and two un s uc c e s s fu l  revo l t s  a g a i n s t  
T s a r i s t  Ru s s i a in t h e  n ineteenth c entury. I n  th i s  century the i r  
nation was trampled by the Nazis and then incorporated into Pax Sovi­
etica. These are al l seen as examples of fore ign control over their 
land and their nation. The princ ipal e lements of damage control have 
been the un i fying powe r s  o f  a shared re l ig i on a s  we l l  a s  a f i e r c e 
belief in the enduring qual ities of the ir nationality. 
The importance o f  nat i ona l i s m ,  or perhaps "fo l k - ne s s , "  and a 
common religion were especially important when Poland was partitioned 
and denied statehood- - wh en the r e  were P o l e s ,  but no Po land. 7 To b e  
Pol ish i t  was imperative that one speak Pol i sh ,  have Pol i sh parents,  
and be Cathol ic. Polak !. Katol ik is  a very c loseknit marriage. P re­
war Ukrainians,  Bye loruss ians,  and especial ly Jews , were not included 
in the "P o l i sh fam i ly."8 The r e a s o n s  for th i s  marri age are e a s i ly 
2 
d iscernible given the importance of  Catholic ism to the Pol ish people 
who were without a state from the late 18th to the early 20th century. 
L i k e  many su c c essfu l m a rr i ages there are pow e r fu l  b u t  b i ased bonds 
that unite the marriage partners and their offspring. This part icular 
marriage of Poles and Catholicism was perceived as a symbol of  their 
endurance as a sep a r a t e  n a t i ona l i ty by gene ra t i ons o f  P o l es. Thi s  
union also inst i l led negat ive, xenophob ic att itudes toward such non­
Poles and non-Catholics as Jews in the minds of i ts offspring. 
The ques t i on is m o r e  pro found than t h e  d is l ike o f  Jews by many 
P o l e s.  The r e  has been a c onsc i ous and su c cessfu l e f f o r t  t o  p o r t ra y  
Jews a s  fundamentally d ifferent. There could be wea lthy, int e l l igent , 
"decen t , "  and good Jew ish individuals, but in the abstract aggregate ,  
they w e r e  seen a s  int r ins i c a l ly i n fe r i o r . 9 Jews w e r e  p e r c e ived a s  
c om p r i s ing a sep a r a t e  cast e ,  and "The r i g i d i t y  o f  t h e  soc i a l  l in e  
b e t ween P o l e s a n d  Jews c a m e  v e r y  c l ose t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  c o l or l ine i n  
the United S tates, "10 since Poles could read ily identify a Jew. Some 
feel that ' �ewish visibi l i ty in Poland came close to Negro visib ility 
in the United States."1 1  
The unfortunate experiences faced b y  Southern Blacks and Polish 
Jews in the past , and t o  som e e x t en t  s t i l l  c on front ing them t oday , 
have many common elements. However, the most reveal ing comparisons 
sur face when one views their respective contemporary posit ions as a 
by- product of  recent changes in both "larger" societies. There can be 
no at tempt to diminish the ugl iness and immoral ity of slavery or ant i­
S e m i t i sm , yet  they are no t ,  by themse l v e s ,  the c o r e  o f  t h i s  d i scus­
s i on .  I ns t e a d  the a r e a  of concern i s  the degree o f  change and the 
r e l a t i onsh i p  of t h i s  change to an open and thorough a i ring of these 
injust ices. Jan Jozef Lipski in writ ing about the prob lems connected 
w i t h P o l an d ' s  n a t i ona l is t i c  chauv i n i sm s t a t ed t h a t  "i t is m o ra l l y  
corrupt not t o  acknow ledge the existence o f  moral prob lems j ust be­
cause it is more convenient not to. ul2 
I n c onve n i e n c e  can som e t imes be a va l i d reason for s i l e nc e ,  b u t  
n o t  i f  the c onsequences o f  t h a t  si l en c e  a r e  smo l d e r i n g ,  l inger ing 
d oub t s  and the inab i l i ty to e s t a b l i sh an agenda a im ed at r e c t i fying 
p a s t  i n j ust i ces.  The Am e r i can S ou t h  has had the a dvan t age o f  a c a ­
thartic airing of the wounds of racism. Pol ish ant i-Sem i t ism , on the 
other hand , has not undergone a sim i lar exam inat ion, and the st igma o f  
an t i - S e m i t i sm h a s  n o t  b e en w e akened.  The residue of r a c ism a lso 
rema ins in the American South but there have been rea l improvements 
over the last forty years. In the mid- 1 960s the Governor of Alabama 
den ied a b lack man entrance to a state universi ty. In 1984; this same 
governor supported a b lack man for president of the Uni ted States. Is 
this on ly superficial symbol ism or c l ever pol i t ics? Whi l e  rejecting 
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such cynicism ,  one cannot reasonably c laim that racism in the South, 
or more general ly in the Uni ted States, has been e l iminated. Nonethe­
less, some o f  the prob l ems c onne c t ed w i t h  r a c ism in the S ou t h  have 
been substantially reduced. 
Obviously the S ou t h e rn e thos i nvo lves much more than rac ism. 
Thus wh i l e  there has b e en m e asurab l e  change i n  regard t o  seve r a l  
asp e c t s  o f  S ou t h e rn l i fe ,  i t  does n o t  mean t h a t  t h e  cu l t u r e  o f  t h e  
South is "disappearing a s  a d ist inctive variat ion i n  the basic Ameri­
c an theme." 1 3  I n  fa c t ,  "New S ou therners" who are m o re c osmopo l i t an 
and have greater contact w ith non-Southerners, more strongly ident i fy 
themselves as Southerners than those people one most frequently c on­
side red to be t r ad i t i on a l ly S ou thern. 14 Ye t ,  " r e g i on a l  d i f fe renc es 
are decreasing and may indeed be disappearing. Many aspects of South­
ern cul ture have reflected a rural economy and society, poor education 
and l i ttle of i t ,  and isolat ion from the outside world • • • •  "15 
Farming no longer enj oys the dominance it once �ad in the South 
and the en g ine of change is the impa c t  of the new h i gh t e c h  and 
service industries being developed in the region. The New South has 
l ost some of i t s  u n i q u e l y  c o l o r f u l  rura l t r ad i t i ons. The c o lumn e d  
plant at ion houses, hunt ing parties, and moonshine whiskey are giving 
way to condom iniums,  go l f ,  and suburban c o ck t a i l par t i es .  The cu l ­
t u r a l  trad i t ions o f  the S o u t h ,  inc l u d ing r a c i sm ,  w e r e  t i ed t o  the 
plantat ion economy , but now the Southern l i fe-style seems to be in a 
period of transi tion. I f  the loss of some Southern tradi t ions is the 
price for reducing racism ,  the cost is not too high. 
The evolut ion of racist Southern a t t i tudes took place w i thout the 
removal of b lacks from the area. This is not the case in Poland. I f  
t h e r e  is a reduc t i on o f  an t i - S e m i t ism in presen t - day P o l and , i t  h a s  
only b e e n  b e c ause o f  the v i r tu a l  e l i m in a t i on o f  J e w s  f r o m  P o land.  
Most of the more than three m i l l ion Jews in pre - war Poland were bru­
tally killed in German concentration camps. In 1968,  only 5 0 , 000 Jews 
l ived in Poland and today there are less than 8 , 000. Most Pol ish Jews 
who su rvived the Ho l o c aust and the w a r  d i d  n o t  s t ay and ass i m i l a t e ;  
instead they emigrated. Those that remained in Poland have no econo­
mic nor polit ical power, ye t charges of "Zionism" from the authorities 
s t i l l  su r fa c e .  Th i s  h a s  g iven r ise t o  the conc e p t  o f  ant i - S em i t ism 
without Jews. 16 
Converse ly, b lacks in the American South are an important econo­
mic and pol it ical force and as such play a central role in the process 
o f  change pene t r a t ing a l l  c orners o f  the r e g i on. S in c e  the 1 9 6 0s 
S ou thern b l acks have t aken grea t e r  c on t r o l  o f  the i r  own d e s t in i e s ,  
while Pol ish Jews have left their country. Both societ ies have under­
gone great change since W o r l d  W a r  I I ,  b u t  the S o u th ' s  dynam i c s  w e r e  
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driven predominantly by economic deve lopmen t s ,  whi le Polanj1 s change 
was primarily pol i t ical and secondari ly economic and social. 
It  may seen odd that Poland , a Marx i s t  s tate,  i s  primarily driven 
by pol i t ical,  and only s econdarily by economi c ,  factors. But Poland 
has not developed along the guidel ines envis ioned in class ical Marxis t  
l i teratur�. I t  has a cent�al ly directed economy w i th near complete 
s tate ownership and control of the manufac turing and service sectors 
o f  the economy, but three-quarters of its farm land i s  privately owned. 
I t  i s  a one - pa r t y  s t a t e  d i r e c t e d  by an a th e i s t i c  i d e o l ogy , b u t  has a 
Catholic  university and a devoutly Catho l ic populace. 
The s e  apparent c on t rad i c t i on s  a r e  i n  p a r t  t h e  re s u l t o f  the 
p r e s en c e  o f  a p o l i t i c a l  i d e o l ogy which was forced u pon the p e o p l e .  
S o c i a l i s m had s o m e  dom e s t i c  s upport  in p r e - war P o l an d ,  b u t  S ov i e t ­
s tyle Communi sm came w i th the l iberat ing Soviet armies who imposed 
t h e i r  po l i t i c a l  e c onom i c  mod e l  on P o l and. Thu s i t  i s  s een a s  a for­
e ign ideology, which has been nonetheless modi fied by the d i s t inctive­
nes s  of Poland and the Poles. By 1956,  agricul tural collectives and 
the excess ive ly heavy-handed pol i t ical and economic contro l s  connected 
w i th Stalin i sm were ei ther reduced or abo l ished. 
There has been sub s tantial progres s cons tructed out of a shes o f  
t h e  l a s t  w a r .  T h e  P o l i sh e conomy moved f o r w a r d  vigorou s ly i n  t h e  
1 9 5 0 s ,  a n d  in t h e  f i r s t  ha l f  o f  t h e  1 9 7 0 s  i t  w a s  g iven an a r t i f i c i a l  
b o o s t ,  wh i ch t u rned o u t  t o  b e  a near fa t a l  s h o c k , w i th t h e  i n j e c t ion 
of l o ans from We s t e rn e r s  who s e  pocke t s  w e re c rammed fu l l  o f  p e t ro ­
dol lars. However, in the last decade the Pol ish economy has hit rock 
bottom. One of the consequences of the present poor economic condi­
t ions is  that the leadership i s  denied ful l  legi timacy by the people. 
The leaders are seen, w i th some jus t i ficat ion, as  the uninvited helms­
men of a defective economy. 
A p r e - w a r  grain export ing n a t i on i s  now a n e t  agr i cu l tura l im­
porter. Meat i s  rat ioned ,  apartments for newly-married couples are 
phantom s ,  the air and water are pol luted, labor product ivity is low, 
and new inves tmen t s  are scarce. This  stagnating economy causes Poles 
t o  l ook back on the pas t  w i th rose- colored nos ta lgia. When awakened 
from their daydreaming, many b lame their economic woes on the present 
p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s h ip and a rgue t h a t  t h e  shor t ag e s  are t h e  r e s u l t  o f  
the Commun i s t  ideology, the sys tem, and i t s  funct i onaries. There i s  
unders tandable d i s s a t i s faction and the common perception i s  that new 
econom ic measures are needed but that they can only come about w i th a 
n e w  format for po l i t i c a l  d e c i s i on - m ak i ng. I n  s u m ,  one e s s e n t ia l 
difference be tween the New South and Poland i s  the abundance o f  smoked 
Virginia hams on the one hand , and "nie ma s zynki" on t he other. 
The c om p ar i s on o f  t h e  S o u t h  and P o l and g o e s  much d e e p e r  than 
t h e i r  p r e s e n t  e c onom i c  s i t ua t i on s .  S tyron aga in p r ov e s  to be a 
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t ru s t worthy guide by n o t·ing t h a t  b o t h  l an d s  w e r e  "d e s po i l ed and ex­
ploi ted." However, the South' s defeat in the C ivil  War was an inter­
nal mat ter and its  vic tors were not fore igners. Antebel lum America 
was nei ther w i l l ing nor ab le to  perpetuate the exis t ence of a perma­
nen t l y di s ab l ed s e c t i on of i t s  own count ry. An e c onom i c a l l y  w eak 
sect ion wi thin the borders of the Uni ted S tates was correctly s een as 
a drain on the material weal th of the aggregat e  nat ion. 
Poland , on t h e  o th e r  h and , h a s  b e en r ep ea t ed ly overwhe l med by 
non-Poles. While these non-Pol i s h  ru l e r s  (Pru s s i a/Germ any , Au s t r i a  
�nd Russ ia) d id not b y  des ign purposely drive their Pol ish sub j ects to 
abj ect  poverty, 17 their first ob l igat ion was the s tabi l ity and econo­
mic well being of their "own" people. Poverty in the Pol ish sections 
of their empires could be tolerated as long as it d id not prove to be 
d i s ruptive or an undue e c onom i c  s t rain. Wh i l e  P o l e s  l iv ing under 
German rule experienced advances in their e s s entially agrarian econo­
my, and Ru s s i an P o l and b e ne f i t e d  from the pre s en c e  o f  the Ru s s ian 
marke t for their text i les and the relat ive ly advantageous terms of the 
186 1 Emancipat ion vis -a-vis the Rus s ian serfs , 1 8  the well-being of the 
Poles l iving in the various foreign empires was not a high priority. 
I f  Poles were not always maltreated, they and their national ity were 
held pri soner by non-Pol ish rulers. 
These foreign powers who partit ioned and el iminated the Pol i sh 
s t a t e  unw i t t ingly i n t en s i f i e d  a d e e p  s e n s e  o f  n a t i on a l  p r i d e  and an 
inb red s e n s e  o f  "fo l k i shne s s " w h i c h  characterizes the Pol i sh spirit. 
Th i s  perp l exing s p i r i t  i s  a s  p l e a s ing and c om fo r t ab l e  a s  i t  i s  d i s ­
tas teful and d i sarming. I n  many ways Poles have inherit ed a schizo­
phren i c  nat ional chara c t er.  They are in t e l l igent , though t fu l ,  and 
cul tured peop le,  yet the brunt of "dumb" j okes .  Many individual Poles 
s aved Jew s from Hi t l e r ,  yet they and t h e i r  r e l i g ious l e a d e r s  a l so 
helped eliminate them. They are strategical ly an important nat ion in 
a no-man's  land between Germany(ies) and Rus sia/Soviet Union and owe 
t he i r  pre s en t l y s e cure b or d e r s  t o  the S ov i e t  Un ion , y e t  they harbor 
deep ha tred for their "protec tors." They are exce llent theoretician s ,  
but often poor practit ioners. This  duality w a s  not solely the result 
of their own cul tural trad it ions. Part of their schizophrenia comes 
from being one of the Eas tern-most ou tposts  of Wes t ern c iv i lization 
and cul ture , and in part from the post- 1945 real i t ie s  of global power 
po l i t i c s .  B u t  for w h a t ever t h e  r e a s on ,  they a r e  t o l e r a n t - rac i s t ,  
joyful- sad, "idea l i s t - rea l i s t , "  proud-humble,  and hospitab le-xenopho­
bic people who defy general izat ions. 
Thi s  schizophrenic nat ional spirit is reflected in Pol i sh at t i ­
tudes and act ions towards Jews. Rel igious tolerance and ant i-Sem i t i sm 
both have antecedents in pre-war Poland. Unt i l  the latter hal f  of the 
previous century, one would not label Poland more anti-Semitic than 
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any other nation in Eas tern oi Wes tern Europe. 1 9  During World War I I  
the number of Poles who col laborated w i th the Ges tapo i n  exterminating 
Je w s  w a s  very s m a l l  and cer t a in l y not representat ive. Furthermore, 
saving Jews from the Ges tapo was a supreme act of courage ; there are 
few records of Poles who were caught hiding Jews because they d id not 
o f ten l ive t o  record t he i r  deed s . 2 0  Th i s  s h ou l d  be c ompared t o  the 
s i t u a t i on i n  We s t ern Europe where t he re w a s  no dea t h  pena l ty f o r  
saving or hiding Jews.2 1  Thi s  i s  not ment ioned to absolve the Poles 
of per s i s tent ant i - Sem i t i sm ,  only to  d i scourage emot ional over- reac­
t i o n s  when i nve s t i g a t ing Po l i sh an t i - Sem i t i s m  and t o  s ug ge s t  tha t 
there were powerful determinant s ,  some internal and others external ,  
in the making o f  the schizophrenic ''Pol ish mind.1122 
Argument s  as  to  the source and the degree of Pol ish ant i - Semi t i sm 
c annot be a n s wered in t h i s e s s ay.  Howeve r ,  a t temp t s  t o  deny i t s  
exi s tence are sad and rather s i l ly. Polish folklore i s  saturated with 
ant i-Jewish sayings , 23 and in the years between the world wars ant i­
Sem i t i sm was given unofficial and official sanct ion by both the church 
and the s tate. 24 Boycot t s  of Jewi sh bus ines ses were given the bless­
ings of the C a t h o l i c Church , even when by 1 93 6  i t  was c lear tha t 
boyc o t t s  were n o t  simp l y  p a s s ive a f fa i r s , bu t inc l uded a n t i - Jew i s h  
violence. This same type of violence was w idespread a t  Po lish univer­
s i t ie s  be tween 1 9 3 5  and 1 9 3 7 . In Oc t ober 1 9 3 7 ,  s ep a ra t e  "ghet t o  
benches" were estab l ished for Jewish s tuden t s  and the number of Jews 
a l l owed t o  enro l l  in l a w  and med i c a l  s ch o o l s  w a s  res t r i c ted.  The 
government pas sed laws which d i scriminated against Jewi sh workers and 
bus ines smen at tempt ing to observe their S abba th.25 
An t i - Sem i t i s m is an i ne s c apab l e  part of P o l i s h  h i s t o ry. I t s  
intensity and scope were accelerated by the depress ion of the 1930s, 2 6  
but  i t  d i d  n o t  have t o  b e  i nven ted. The f a c t  t h a t  t he leade r s h ip o f  
the Commun i s t  P a r t y  u sed an t i - Sem i t i s m  i n  a n  a t tem p t  t o  g a i n  some 
degree of acceptance for i t s  pos i t ions in the l ate 1940 s ,  in 1968,  and 
even in 1 9 8 1  means tha t they have reason to bel ieve that this tactic 
would s t rike a respons ive cord in the populace.2 7  The ant i - Sem itism 
of P o l e s  t oday i s  b o t h  eer i e  and mu ted by t he i r  lack of c on t a c t  w i t h  
Jews ,  and as  Andrzej Szczypiorski notes , "an t i - Sem i tism wi thout Jews 
denotes a kind of schizophrenia."28 
Rac i s m  i n  P o l and and t he Amer i c an Sou t h  is  u g l y ,  b u t  cannot be 
separa ted from the l arger p i c t u re. It  can ne i t her be c o s me t i c a l l y  
t ran s fo rmed i n t o  a n  a c cep t ab l e  l i gh t ,  n o r  i s  i t  t he s u m  t o t a l  o f  
S o u t he rn o r  P o l i sh cu l t u re. B o t h  o f  t he s e  s ocie t ie s  have numerous 
other a t t ract ive features and both are much more complex than their 
detractors would have us bel ieve. 
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Conc lud ing Thought s  on Poland 
What i s  a non- P o l e  t o  m ake o f  t he P o l i sh s p i r i t ,  char a c ter , or 
mind? Can, or should,  a non-Pole pass judgmen t s  on the Po l is h  charac­
ter? I t h ink t h a t  t h i s  i s  n o t  only p o s s ib l e ,  bu t a hea l thy deve l op­
ment. Yet judgments should be shunned and the focus placed on evalua­
tions. Nonetheles s ,  an out s ider mus t  confront the l imitat ions of not 
having internal i zed the cont radict ions and the enduring s t rengths of 
Poland' s history , t rad i t ions , and values.2 9  However, the most  s tub­
b o rn , and t o  d a t e  i n s u rmoun t ab l e ,  ob s t a c le t o  a fu l l  and c om p l e t e  
di scuss ion of the Polish character remains the l ack of introspect ion 
on the part of the pol it ical leadership, and consequent ly the Pol i sh 
peop le themselves. The fai lure to confront forthrightly the i s sue of 
an ti-Semitism has deprived the nat ion of a valuable cathartic exer­
ci se. The avoidance of examining the l inked pas t s  of Poles and Jews 
is not an his toriographic footnote to today's Poland. I t  i s  an impor­
tan t  missing element in contemporary Pol i sh society and mentali te.30 
This avoidance has not  always been the wish of the Pol ish people. 
The Commun i s t  leade r s h i p o f  po s t - w a r  P o l and h a s  n o t  perm i t ted t h i s  
debate to  t ake p l a ce. I n s tead t he i s s ue o f  an t i - Sem i t i s m  h a s  b een 
manipulated to the advantage of the rul ing e l i tes in a cont inuous and 
ongo ing e f f o r t  t o  ob t a in l eg i t im acy. Thu s i n s tead o f  a t herapeu t i c 
invest igat ion, Poland has been denied the finality associa ted with an 
asses sment of both i t s  "inglorious" fai lures and i t s  proud succes ses. 
Poland experienced ant i - Sem i t ic riots in Kiecle in 1 946 and the nearly 
t o t a l  evacua t i on o f  Jew s from i t s  "fam i ly" i n  1 9 6 8 .  S ome s ch o l a r s , 
l ike Michael Chec inski ,  contend that in both cases Poland' s Communist  
Party elite were wel l  served.3 1  
Fami l ie s  are c l o s e  and o f t en e x c l u s i onary , b u t  t hey m u s t  be 
capable of admitt ing their errors and al lowing for change. The Polak 
! Katolik dyad is  a two-edged sword which has cut a path rota t ing from 
ex c lu s ion t o  fra terna l i s m ,  from h a t red t o  m a r r i age. However ,  t h i s  
sword may have found a third way to effect rea l i ty--a Polish way. It 
has been s tored in a closet and some day might fal l  from its hooks and 
c lobber someone. 
Some s ay t ha t ,  g iven enough t im e ,  t h i s  s word h ang i ng in t he 
c l o s e t  w i l l  c rumb l e  and the i s s ue w i l l  become m o o t. Perha p s .  But 
others feel the support ing hooks w i l l  crumble firs t ,  causing the sword 
t o  tumble out in the open. Maybe , but t h i s  i s  n o t  t he i s sue.  Some­
thing more important is  at  s take. 
Upon his release from j a i l  in 1984, Solidarity leader Jan Rulew­
s k i  s a i d ,  "for forty yea r s  we have been l iv ing c overed w i t h  the ru s t  
o f  a foreign ideology,  s o  t h a t  t he search for se l f  i s  very impor­
t an t . "3 2  I ,  l ike M r .  Ru lew s k i ,  want P o l e s  t o  have t he i r  pa s t ,  in i t s  
ent i rety, returned t o  them. They are s t rong and capable adu l t s ,  not 
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ch ildren in need o f  having the i r  p s yches p r o t e c ted.  They have many 
times in the pa s t ,  and again in 1980 - 1 9 8 1 ,  demons trated their thought­
fulne s s ,  c ourage , and bravery. The idea that the ugly s i de o f  a 
nati on's h i s t o ry s h ou l d  n o t  be g i ven pub l i c  s c ru t iny i s  inheren t l y  
unhealthy . 
Howeve r ,  there seem s t o  be a pol i t i c a l  m o t ive f o r  t h i s  lack o f  
d i s cl o s u re; one cannot con t r ol the present o r  the f u t u re w i thout 
controlling the pas t. Sol idarnosc was a movement of nearly ten mil­
lion independent men and women who exhibi ted a love of Poland, Cathol­
i c i s m ,  and a des i re to have t he i r  p a s t ,  presen t ,  and fut ure seen 
through a clear lens. Yet it was not perm i tted to do so.33 
S o l i d a rno s c  d id n o t  face po l i t i c a l  oppo s i t i on from t he P o l i sh 
people when i t  cal led for a freeing of Pol ish h i s tory from the distor­
t i on s  o f  i deo l ogy and cen s o r s h ip.  P o l e s  c ar ry w i t h  t hem a sense o f  
national his tory that defies compari s on i n  the American context. In 
Apr i l  1 9 8 5 , a m onument w a s  unve i led in W a r s aw h ono r i n g  t he P o l i s h  
officers k illed in the Katyn Fores t near Smolensk i n  the S oviet Union. 
I t  yas no accident that i t  was unvei led w ithout great ceremony. Thi s  
monument replaced a recently cons truc ted monument to  the Katyn dead 
w h i c h  c o r rec t l y d a ted t he even t ,  Ap r i l  1941 ,  i.e. , before H i t ler 
invaded the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union contends that these Polish 
o f f i c e r s  were k i l led by t he Naz i s  i n  the l a te summer of 1941. Th i s  
new monument i s  not dated. 34 
The point is that Poles cannot ,  and do not want to, forget their 
J 
past. I bel ieve they want i t  exposed, even i f  this means expos ing the 
ugly along w i th the beautiful.  The sores of Katyn Fores t ,  pol i t ical 
corrupt ion, and ant i-Sem i t ism are all prime candidates for exposure 
and deba te. Whi le this would be therapeutic in the long run, it would 
be polit ically dangerous in the short run for the pre sent regime. In 
December 1 9 8 1 ,  a s tate of war was dec lared which halted the advance o f  
t he S o l i d a r no s c  movemen t a n d  kep t a l l  t h e  s ke l e t on s  i n  t he c l o s e t .  
Leaders who lack legit imacy cannot risk seri ou s  short run disruptions 
s ince i t  might be a rec ipe for their terminat i on. 
Ye t f o r  m any o f  u s  non-Po l e s , adm i ra t i on f o r  P o l and and the 
P ol i s h  people wou l d  not be t a rn i s hed by a fu l l  expo s u re of i t s  pa s t. 
A thorough and honest  introspect ion of Poland' s h i story by Poles would 
be mos t welcomed. Thi s  would benef i t  exi s t ing scholarship, but much 
more importantly, others who have not had the opportunity to become 
fami l iar with Poland and Poles , pas t  and presen t ,  would be ab le to do 
so w i thout the agon i z ing w h i s pe r s  o f  an t i - Sem i t i s m.  I t  wou l d  a l s o  
rem ove a preca r i ou s l y s t o red rus ty s w o rd w h i c h  i s  c a s t ing a dark 
shadow on an essen t ia l ly pos i t ive Polish spirit. 
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